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Embracing our Multiple Identities to Transform our Organizations and Societies
Lakshmi Ramarajan
Harvard University
It is a pleasure and privilege to be here to share my work with you. My research is on
identity, how people in answer the question who am I? and specifically, how people’s
professional and work identities, which are important sources of meaning for people, alongside
other important identities, such as their race, class and gender nationality, shape how they
engage in their work and other aspects of their lives.
So first, what do I mean by identity and identities – I think of identity at the individual
level as self-definitions, and at the collective level as shared cultural beliefs. These are
negotiated in contexts, such as interpersonal relationships, groups, roles and categories.
For gender scholars, for instance, drawing on Ridgeway and others, gender is a set of
shared beliefs for instance about appropriate behaviors for men and women, that are dynamic,
constructed and vary by context. And gender manifests in identities at the individual level, but
also in interactions and institutions.
The notion of multiple identities is both a constant, something we’ve discussed for a long
period of time – in modern Western psychology for instance, since William James in 1890 – but
it is also something that feels novel, current and is highly contested, both practically and
theoretically. What do I mean by this?
The practical novelty of multiplicity (and contestation over its importance) comes from
the fact that many societies and organizations have traditionally rewarded a single strong
identity in the past. If we think of the notion of the organization man, being a “professional”, the
idea of belonging to a guild, or an occupational community like longshore fisherman, to a given
caste – e.g., being Brahmin, or a given country – e.g., American, knowing that you belong
exclusively to a single, strong and often given identity group or role, was seen as a positive
thing. In the work domain, if you came to work, you were only a worker and nothing else.
Multiplicity was considered to be “two faced” or disloyal or confusing, a conflict of interest,
uncertain, ambiguous. This is still somewhat the case today when we see identity politics and
nationalism playing out in movements such as Make America Great Again or Brexit, where the
notion that members of a state also have other identities that derive from their racial, cultural or
religious backgrounds is seen as problematic.
However, because of our focus today on gender, intersectionality, work-life and
inclusion, I want to foreground how we have now practically and experientially moved to a very
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different situation in the world. In today’s world the traditional moorings and anchorings in single
roles and organizations that had separate audiences and separate spheres, if it was ever true,
are less true. Important trends changes in work and society are blurring the boundaries between
personal, work and societal spheres and hence our identities. These include: globalization, for
instance, which is making workplaces and societies more diverse (e.g., immigration), and work
more temporary (e.g., contract work); technology, which is making work more flexible (e.g., work
from home or all the time) and ostensibly less instrumental (e.g., friending your boss on
facebook); and legal (e.g., making women more likely to be employed and increasing diversity in
the workplace) and political changes (e.g., rising inequality, social movements and political
polarization, environmental awareness). As a result, more and more people resonate with and
are willing to say that their multiple identities are salient and related in various situations at work
and in society and that they are important to them. And in fact, some say the presence of “single
identity” type movements are a reaction to the shifts in power dynamics that come with these
changes.
The theoretical novelty and doubt about multiple identities is also interesting to consider.
Despite harking back to James, much of modern social psychology on identity has focused on
the ideas of social identity theory. A key tenet of social identity theory that is highly relevant and
important today, is that people not only define themselves on the basis of a group identity, they
act in ways that support that group identity, often to the detriment of other identities and aspects
of who they are, and to the detriment of those they construct as outgroup members. Another key
tenet that social identity theory (along with other theories) made popular was that identity was
dynamic, situational and malleable, not the immutable possession of an individual. Indeed, even
minimal changes in the situation and superficial cues about one’s group could heighten group
identity based behavior. However, a third key tenet was that identities were proposed to be
functionally antagonistic, and due to a psychological aversion to uncertainty and the dynamic
influence of situations, the assumption was that most of us, most of time, consciously or
unconsciously are guided by a single strong identity at a time. From this standpoint, the notion
that multiple identities are salient for people and they consciously or unconsciously act in ways
that manage the “relationships” among those identities is challenging. While identity theory in
sociology has provided a more complex view, with concepts such as multiple roles, role conflict,
role integration, etc. being much more central in the literature, a multiple identities perspective is
still not a dominant theoretical viewpoint. A multiple identities perspective suggests that whether
one or more identities are salient and how those identities relate to one another are variables or
states to be examined, not fundamental assumptions.
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Returning to our focus today on gender, intersectionality, work-life and inclusion, I want
to spend a minute foregrounding how this more traditional single, salient identity view in theory
has also been challenged – and in particular, challenged by feminist thought. Feminist scholars
have been at the forefront of insisting on multiplicity in several ways. Just thinking
organizationally, if one goes to Kanter, 1977, one sees how she challenges essentialist notions
of gender identity, gender was constructed in particular ways in particular contexts and not a
possession of women. And she challenges the notion of separate spheres, that work and
personal life were separate for men or women – the organizational environment was implicitly
masculine – cultural expectations and beliefs about work and personal life – masculine and
feminine – overlapped and reinforced one another. And these were carried by both men and
women and it was baked into the structure and practices of work, marriage, society at large.
Crenshaw (1989) offered us the term intersectionality – by examining the multidimensional
experience of race and gender for Black women in the American context she showed that race
and gender could not be separated and their intersection offered insight into unique aspects of
oppression and discrimination when one belonged to multiple subordinate categories. Here are
some interesting headlines and data that show how these may come together and also hard it is
for us to consider multiplicity even when the data are staring us in the face. Mohanty (1988) put
forth the idea that how men and women come to be constructed as different is intertwined with
neo-liberal, capitalist and colonial power processes – in transnational feminist approaches
cultural beliefs about gender can’t be extricated from market and state formation. Here are
some headlines and studies that help highlight such a view. An interesting set of recent more
social psychological examinations of this show that for instance, that how middle eastern men
act and are perceived in global organizations is as feminine while in local organizations they are
the epitome of masculinity (Hannah Riley Bowles, Thomason and al Dabbagh). Likewise, Cuddy
and colleagues show how the traits that are culturally valued by high status men are seen as
masculine, so a collective orientation in collectivist cultures is higher status and hence
masculine.
While obviously a scattered sampling, a central theme of such feminist scholarship has
been to show that gender is constructed and situated, and that the way it is “done” is the
outcome of societal power processes and contributes to the reinforcement of power relations
and inequalities in society. And that it does so in conjunction with other identities. Some work
also shows that because gender is dynamic and constructed, there are contexts in which
gender operates with more vs. less variation, and these contexts offer possibilities for hope and
transformation of power relations, not just evidence of reproduction.
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I am informed by and grounded in these views. But I also come to the question of
multiple identities with my own particular view. Because I specifically look at identity and the
individual in such contexts, I focus on how people make sense of themselves and the
relationships between the meanings and categories they see themselves belonging to,
consciously or unconsciously. While this occurs in context and in light of culturally assigned
categories and roles, I examine how the individual experiences, constructs, acts on the basis of
being embedded in multiple groups and roles. I also have some work on the collective level and
how we can create change collectively, but given our time constraints, I won’t be focusing on
that, today.
In my work, I have tried to examine both antecedents, what contexts and situations in
people’s professional, personal and social lives make multiple identities salient and negotiated.
And second, what do those internal negotiations look like and what are the consequences of
such negotiations for our work, relationships and society. I look at a range of identities, contexts
and consequences. Today, I’ll highlight several points specifically with an eye to my own
research, make some observations about current trends in organizations and societies today
that relate to multiple identities and close with some ideas for what we can do at the individual
and collective levels to transform our organizations and societies.
The first study I want to share examines who claims more than one identity? I took the
intersectional view, that we all have various race and gender social locations and the idea that
we don’t always claim our identities, especially high-status identities tend to be invisible, and I
looked at how our social positions predicted our identification with our multiple social groups.
Two datasets, the first looks at students, the second at the general population from the GSS.
Free listed answers to their most important identities. We coded whether they named race or
gender. We see that first, privileged identities tend to be invisible to us. Second, in general
claiming race and gender is rare, even among minority women, it is only 35%. Given that
identities are often bases for self-esteem, we figured, not claiming was better for white men and
claiming was better for minority women. And in fact, third, in the second data set we see that
patterns of dual identity claiming of race and gender are related to their overall sense of self. So
first of all, great degree of variability in how people see themselves, whether they embrace or
reject their potential multiplicity based on societal status.
Second, I was also interested in particular relationships among identities and their
effects. James not only said we had them, but that our selves could be discordant or
harmonious and so I wanted to move from whether a particular type/content/level of identity
mattered to whether relationships among them mattered. I am investigating these relationship in
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two ways, first just at a basic level I found that lower conflict was better and higher
enhancement was better for self, relationship variables, such as perspective taking, and
performance outcomes. So rejecting aspects of yourself is not good for you or others. Second, I
am investigating them using the metaphor of an identity network, so how the structure of
relationships and how these identities conflict or coexist in dense or sparse ways, matters for
outcomes. I find that the idea of the strength of weak ties that applies in social networks, can
also be used as a metaphor here, if enhancement is too strong and holistic, one package, we
don’t really benefit from multiple identities, either. What seems to work best is a light or loose
sense of positive ties between ones identities, it offer maximum flexibility in behavior and
specifically prosocial behavior that helps others.
Third, I wanted to look at how various identities come together to get enacted in ways
that may help create organizational and perhaps even societal change. So I went to a couple of
key understudied but important contexts where social change was part of the mission – social
entrepreneurs and charter schools. These are organizations that care about equality, society
and justice – but are also connected to and shaped by trends in the business sector to create
more sustainable and more commercial/ efficiency-oriented /managerialist organizations. I was
curious to understand how they may enable us to deviate from race and gender expectations
and enact them in different ways for organizational and societal change. Very quickly, let me tell
you about these studies.
In one study with colleague Erin Reid, we examined employees with higher-status race
and class identities – whites and upper class – in a charter school setting. These are roles with
prosocial intentions. We asked how do high status agents experience socializing members of
marginalized groups? Organizations on one hand have expectations of teaching/socializing
minorities into middle class norms through assimilation and compliance based practices, and
students on the other have expectations that their race and class identities and backgrounds
should be recognized and respected. We find that socialization agents deviate from what is
expected, in response to students’ recognition demands. They first experience identity threat,
suddenly seeing that their high status identities are embedded in their work roles and have
negative stereotypes associated with them. They engage with that social identity threat, and
marshal different aspects of themselves, e.g., their own multifacetedness, to maintain a sense
of themselves as connected to and distant from the students. In essence, they maintain/create a
dialogue between the ways in which their role and social identities together tear them away or
bring them together with their students. This internal awareness of their multiplicity enables
them to personalize and tailor their socialization. Our findings suggest that more inclusive
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socialization can be done by high status agents at the interpersonal level, even in organizations
that don’t have particularly open multicultural policies and cultures. Practically, for all of us, it
suggests that socialization agents in diverse contexts need to look at themselves, we all say we
learn from our students. Well, for me, this work suggests that what we need to learn from our
students is who they see us as, who we are to them, not just learn about who the students are
and where they come from, but how that relates to who we are. I think of this very practically as
study of what it means to wrestle and be aware of one’s own privileged identities in order to
engage in intergroup relations. It also suggests that organizations need to bring these more
inclusive practices into the open.
In another study, with colleagues, we examined gender in social enterprises.
Traditionally, scholars of social enterprise have examined how founders adopt commercial
practices. Here we examined how female social venture founders engage in commercial
practices, particularly given that the social sector is associated with feminine stereotypes and
the commercial practices are associated with masculine stereotypes. We found that consistent
with gender stereotypes women engaged in less commercialization than men, we also found
that in communities with a greater percentage of local businesswomen, they were more able to
deviate from gendered sectoral stereotypes and adopt more commercialization. There are
several points to raise here, first, on a clear normative standpoint, by looking at how women in
operate in an ecosystem we can say that women that deviate from gender stereotypes in one
part (e.g., in the local community and in business) shape the lenience and agency women have
in another part. So practically speaking, broaden your frame, look beyond gender in a given
organization or occupation, and look for how you can advance women to positions of power
anywhere in the ecosystem to help other women gain more latitude. Second, more normatively,
it raises a question – is this women leading the charge to transform capitalism to make it both
commercial and social, is women resisting commercialization of their own sector, or is it women
adopting masculine practices? We need to be aware of the limits of what women can do given
broader societal forces that intertwine market driven approaches and patriarchy.
In sum, what all these studies together show is that our social positions and contexts
affect how we negotiate and maintain all the different aspects of who we are; how we handle
these multiple identities affects how we feel about ourselves, which then affects how we engage
with others in more prosocial, positive relational ways, and also how we can deviate from
organizational and societal constraints and expectations to create less stereotypical and more
integrative and inclusive ways of doing our work.
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Together, what I hope this leaves us with is that embracing our multiple identities can
help us transform our organizations and societies. To the extent that we feel miniaturized and
reduced to a single thin slice of who we are, we need to find ways and contexts that enable us
to push back – not against any other group or organization necessarily, but against our own
tendency to be trapped by our own internal identity conflicts and feel we have to choose.
I realize I’ve gone super fast over a lot of ground, but I wanted to share these nuggets
because I think collectively at a high level these highlight several practical implications for us as
individuals and as leaders.
Turn Inward: Reflect on and acknowledge your own multiplicity. Identify the conflict and
reflect on it, make privileged identities salient. Re-frame identities in ways that feel
complementary : Which aspects of yourself are resources you can bring from one role to
another? When feeling caught between identity groups, consider yourself as the connector of
many different groups that are disconnected themselves …Obama example.
Turn outward and build resilient relationships. People and interactions  Approach
others when feeling identity conflict or ”reduced”. Act as the bridge that brings understanding
and ideas from all of your different groups together. Decrease acting only on the basis of a
single dimension of yourself at a time. Engage in disclosure and inquiry, openness, perspectivetaking, empathy – even if it backfires. Be committed to an ongoing process. If you’re the higherstatus person, act first. I think the high level point here is that we often think of working across
differences as creating a common identity, but I think it is more important to think of oneself as
multiple and encourage others to think of themselves as multiple, because it is only then that the
collective identity can be expanded and enriched. You can use difference to connect to the
other party, that is fine, you have to embrace and integrate it though with the role and why you
need to engage with the other person.
Last, at the collective level - be committed to collective reflection and identify and
incorporate resistance. To do that, scan broadly for pockets where identity stereotypes are less
rigid (community, occupation, job roles) and bring those actions into the open, discuss and
legitimize them, help others embrace them.
I want to end on a note that is even perhaps broader about the potential for embracing
our own multiple identities as a way to help maintain and renew our democracy. Democracy is a
process that requires work – it is about deliberation and dialogue. People keep observing that
we are living in a time of heightened identity politics, power inequalities and polarization, and in
such times the pressure on all of us to be a single thing is great, and to valorize ourselves and
demonize the other, in fact, going back to social identity theory, we are living in a world of single
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identities. However, the solution to these dynamics I would argue is not trying to engage with
the other, the outgroup, to break down their identity, or even to find a common identity with
them. Rather, I think it is each of us trying to examine where and why we are willing to suppress
our own internal dialogue and voice when we are in our own groups. Whether it is being a
member of the educated elite who desires to create more equality, or an environmentally
friendly republican or, a female faculty member at business school, the way forward is less
about toeing the party line and more about embracing our own multiplicity.
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